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Disability Artistry is Not Outsider Art

Heidi Latsky suggesting a tricky one-wheel bit of choreography to Sabrina Bennett and Garrison Redd.
Support for disability artistry in New York City has grown exponentially in the last decade. Artists, arts educators and consumers with disabilities now have unprecedented
organizational support, resources and agency to digest, create and curate in their respective mediums. Yet, artists with disabilities hardly feature in the tapestry of the art world
and even less are household names. Apart from a few notable exceptions like Ali Stroker, 2019 Tony winner for St. Ann’s Warehouse’s Oklahoma!, artists with disabilities do
not have the representation that the largest minority group in the United States would seem to warrant.
A study published by the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in 2018 showed, one in every four adults reported having a disability. “At some point in their lives,
most people will either have a disability or know someone who has one,” Coleen Boyle, director of CDC’s National Center on Birth Defects and Developmental Disabilities,
said in a press release.
In 2015, NYC Department of Cultural Affairs (DCLA) partnered with Ithaka S+R, a not-for-profit research company, on a privately funded workforce diversity study. The study,
which surveyed 922 DCLA-funded organizations, made little effort to collect data on cultural workers with disabilities. “How could they possibly create a comprehensive
cultural plan for what’s considered to be the greatest city in the world for culture. We are the largest minority community in the U.S,” Christine Bruno, actress and accessibility
consultant said, “there are anywhere between 800,000 and 1,000,000 New Yorkers with disabilities.”
Red faced, the city of New York launched CreateNYC an initiative to advance diversity, inclusion and access in the arts, in 2017. Through several surveys and studies, the city
reached more than 200,000 New Yorkers involved in the cultural field with the help of advocates like Bruno, this time including questions and options for people who identify as
disabled. “I was brought on as an afterthought,” noted Bruno when asked about the city’s second go at surveying the arts community. Bruno was the first person with a disability
hired at the organization tasked with creating and distributing the second survey, she said.
Their findings led to the creation of The Action Plan. Established to broach and support over 90 recommendations across the New York’s cultural cityscape including the
Disability Forward Fund which distributed $640,000 across 22 inclusive communities in its inaugural year.
These advancements have helped access workers, advocates and artists with disabilities like the people behind Heidi Latsky Dance (HLD) fund their inclusive work yet they still
face societal, governmental and internal boundaries that prevent them from reaching mainstream audiences.

Spearheading from a West Village Basement
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Alejandra Duque Cifuentes talks about disability dance at her office in a West Village basement. (Above)
When The Gibney held a party for the opening of an elevator in their two-story, space in Lower Manhattan, Alejandra Duque Cifuentes, executive director of Dance/NYC, was
one of the able-bodied access workers to deliver a speech. “If you’re a dancer in New York City you have at one point or another been to Gibney,” Cifuentes said, “When a
space makes a statement of that magnitude and says, ‘this is an investment that’s worth making,’ it makes it clear to disabled people of their necessary placement within artistic
practice as cultural producers.”
Dance/NYC is a small nonprofit organization supported by NYC Department of Cultural Affairs, Mayor's Office of People with Disabilities and Mertz Gilmore Foundation
based in Gramercy Park, Manhattan. The small staff of 11, led by Cifuentes, is lauded for revitalizing the arts industry’s interest in dance productions by and for artists with
disabilities as well as artists of color through advocacy and support like their Dance Advancement Fund. Most of Dance/NYC’s past success has come under the guidance of
their founding Executive Director, Lane Harwell, who left the group last summer. “What happens when you’re not at the beginning of a journey of something but rather when it
becomes iterative,” Cifuentes said.

Alejandra Duque Cifuentes, able-bodied dance instructure, is the executive director of Dance/NYC an organization dedicated to supporting, researching and advocating for
disability dance.
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Dance/NYC will not undergo a major focus shift under Cifuentes, but it aims to further explore artistry created by dancers with Spinal Cord Injuries (SCI). With the help of the
Craig H. Neilsen Foundation, a Dance/NYC panel awarded Heidi Latsky Dance (HLD), Kinetic Light and Yo-Yo Lin their Disability. Dance. Artistry. Residency Program – a
program created to support special projects by dancers and dance makers with SCI.

When asked why Dance/NYC is focusing on dance makers and dancers with SCI, Cifuentes said there is a hierarchy of oppression within the disability community that keeps
people with certain disabilities from getting support. Similar to colorism in communities of color or any underserved group, there is a palpable, “internalized inferiority or
superiority,” that arises when community members compare their individual experiences to that of another community member. “That's why you may have a dancer that might
tell another dancer ‘Oh, well you’re not disabled enough,’ or ‘why are you the poster child of disability if you were recently disabled.’ That tension is present within the
disability community.”

Hierarchy of Oppression
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Sabrina Bennett with her hands on her face preparing for her performance. (Above)
“I’ve almost died twice in my life,” Sabrina Bennett said while she waited outside a dance space at NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts. After her performance, during a Q&A
session with a visiting dance class, Bennett told a room of 30 plus people she was born HIV positive. Her mother received a contaminated blood transfusion while in labor.
“I try not to be angry about it,” Bennett said with her head bowed, looking away from the crowd. Although Bennett’s solo performance interprets this story through dance, this
was one of the first times Bennett spoke about living with HIV publicly.
The second time Bennett nearly lost her life, the time she speaks about so frequently to aspiring dancers and people with spinal cord injuries (SCI), rolled off her tongue with
ease. She pricked her finger on a rusted nail while working for the National Football League (NFL) in Dallas, Texas.
“I didn’t think anything of it because, you know, I was just traveling all the time, so I was pretty jet lagged,” Bennett said. “The doctor thought it was a scab but it was necrosis.”
Bennett, now 34, acquired her disability six years ago when she developed Myelopathy of the spine in her T12 vertebrae, and down, as a result of the infection.

Hugo watching Sabrina and Garrison at their performance at The Gibney.
Like many dancers at Heidi Latsky Dance (HLDC), she became a professional dancer after acquiring a disability. “I’ve always loved dancing. I enjoy trying to make my body do
different things. I started ballroom dancing, then moved to a dance company and now I’m with Heidi. She’s very different and I like it,” Bennett said.
Apart from Dance, Bennett volunteers at Mount Sinai, where she underwent recovery, as a peer mentor for people who recently acquired SCI. She has travelled across the world
with HLDC meeting other dancers and wheelchair users along the way. Bennett said she was shocked at the hostility she received from other wheelchair users. “Individuals in
wheelchairs they say, ‘Oh, well, she can walk, well, why doesn't she get up and walk,’ you don’t know the steps I have to take in doing that. For a long time I was straddling the
fence,” Bennett said.

Sabrina Bennett showing Heidi Latsky how still she can be while on two wheels.
Bennett’s ability to stand and walk for a short period of time does not automatically disqualify the part of her identity she adheres to as a wheelchair user. “My spinal cord injury
is nervous, not traumatic,” she said using air quotes. Through physical therapy Bennett was able to regain some sensation in her legs. Bennett recalled the day she hopped on the
phone to tell her physical therapist her bath water was hot after losing the ability to regulate temperature.
“I had these people who are able-bodied, standing and wheelchair users that need their chairs. I was always somewhere in the middle. I never felt like I belonged.”

Sabrina Bennet and Garrison Redd rehearsing the ASL portion for their performance.
According to the United States Census Bureau, of the 40 million Americans that reported having a disability in 2017, nearly 21 million reported having difficulty walking or
climbing stairs. That is not to say, each of the 21 million people who reported having difficulty walking are cane, walker or wheelchair users — the Census Bureau does not get
that specific when surveying people with disabilities. Instead, a person’s degree of disability is determined by the Social Security Administration who distribute disability
benefits based on “severity.” A tab on their site used to determine if a person qualifies for benefits reads, “ your condition must significantly limit your ability to do basic work
such as lifting, standing, walking, sitting, and remembering – for at least 12 months. If it does not, we will find that you are not disabled.” According to the Center for Disability
Rights, people with invisible disabilities often face discrimination at home, work and within the disability community for their able-bodied appearance.
On the other hand, Bennett has been advocating for wheelchair users with SCI since her return to Mount Sinai and whenever she faces a crowd, be it inquisitive dance students
or her peers.

Sabrina and Garrison rehearsing their duet weeks before their Gibney performance.

Influencers with Disabilities
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Garrison and his co-dancer join hands ahead of their performance at the Gibney. (Above)
Garrison Redd was shot in the back when he was 17 years old in Brownsville, Brooklyn — the neighborhood he grew up in. Not much has changed for Brownsville residents
since Redd was shot in 2005, or when TIME Magazine dubbed it one of the most dangerous Brooklyn neighborhoods in 2012, or when The New York Times reported on the
mass shooting during ‘Old Timers Day’ in 2019. Redd is proud to be from Brownsville, the neighborhood did not just make him disabled, it made him resilient. “I wouldn’t call
myself an innocent bystander, I got up to things you know,” Redd told a friend while they chatted at the gym.
Following his recovery, Redd graduated from York College with a Bachelor of Science in Finance and went on to work at the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) for six years. Then,
a series of discoveries lead Redd down an entrepreneurial path. “Crazy things started to happen,” Redd said. “Think about how the world is evolving, different is what’s in.”

Garrison and one of his co-dancers in the middle of the last duet of their show at the Gibney.
Today, Redd runs the Garrison Redd Project, a 501(c)(3) charity connecting companies to talent with disabilities. He is a paralympic athlete representing the United States,
currently ranks second in the world for para powerlifting. And he is a dancer for Heidi latsky Dance company. When asked why he voluntarily shouldered so much
responsibility, Redd’s answer was simple. The more he does, the more able-bodied people will be exposed to disability. His ambitions for fame are born out of justice, equity and
inclusion for people with disabilities.
“It takes a collective effort but it also takes individuals with disabilities that are in positions to kind of make a change," Redd said, “they have a large following and they have a
big influence on what society thinks about individuals with disabilities.”

Garrison doing breathing exercises ahead of practice at the Gibney.
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Redd appears to be one of the few artists with disabilities at the cusp of breaking into the mainstream. After acquiring a disability, Redd often heard how much of an inspiration
he was to able-bodied people. Whereas some might find that patronizing and problematic, Redd continues to see it as an opportunity. “I had an epiphany one day at work,” Redd
said, “because people used to come up to me, telling me how much of an inspiration and motivation I am.”
“One day I just decided to start making videos of me working out, dancing, to see if I can spread awareness on a larger scale or if I can motivate people on a larger scale.”

The State of Allyship
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Heidi Latsky showing Sabrina Bennett how to stretch her arms past where she’s done before. (Above)
Heidi Latsky has led an integrated dance company of professional and amateur dancers since 2006. “When I first started I was so supported,” Lastsky, 61, said. “I feel I’m still
supported, but not to the extent that I was because of this ‘disability only’ movement.” Two decades after being revered as a pioneer in disability dance, Latsky, a veteran ablebodied choreographer, often wonders where her place in disability artistry lies she said. As more people in the disability community push away from integration and push
towards inclusion.
From 2006 to 2015, Latsky produced The GIMP Project, her first full-length inclusive work, with the guidance of prominent disability rights activists Laurence Carter-Long and
Simi Linton. She said that the intended use of the word ‘gimp’ in the performance’s title is equally an exploration of its positive synonyms; being vigor, vitality and interwoven
fabric, as it is taking back the derogatory use. However, she and her dance company HLD faced instant backlash from organizations in the disability community. “A lot of
organizations would not come to see the piece because it’s called ‘GIMP,’” Latsky said. “ People and organizations that their whole mission is to fight derogatory terms wouldn’t
even come to see the show but we stuck by it.”

Heidi Latsky observing rehearsal with her able-bodied dancers and disabled dancers.
Since The GIMP Project, Latsky has gone on to create several grant-funded projects including On Display, a partly stationary production which her company and other dance
entities have performed in 79 cities and 22 countries but not without its share of criticism. Critics argued that the lack of motion perpetuates stereotypes about people with
disabilities. Latsky’s point, on the other hand, is that not moving is actually a strength for people with cerebral palsy, a group of disorders that affect the ability to control
muscles.
A recent study by SMU DataArts of 7,000 cultural workers at DCLA-funded organizations found 8% of the surveyed cultural workers identify as having at least one disability –
11% declined to respond. Considering one in every four adults has a disability, Rebecca McGinnis, access programing at The Metropolitan Museum of Art (The Met),
recognizes inclusion as a better way of advancing disability artistry. For the most part, people engaged in disability dialogue consider integration – adapting to the system – a
positive step towards inclusion – adapting the system.
McGinnis’ and her team of internal advocates have been slowly pushing out “Crip the Met” throughout the museum system. Their goal is to include people with disabilities,
involved in art creation or not, in all internal conversations. “That’s one way that we’ve really been, and continue to try to bring the experiences of disability, the presence of
disability to the fore,” said McGinnis. “To help people who are new to it to think about disability not as a deficit that needs to be accommodated but rather a force of inspiration
and creativity.”

Heidi Latsky points something out she did not like during rehearsal.
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Latsky has come to accept that she can not satisfy everyone with her performances, nor can her dancers who have disabilities. However, in the last few years, Latsky feels she
has gained enough of an understanding to join the post-show Q&A’s. “I am still uncomfortable navigating,” she said, “I know what my perspective is so how do I make sure that
I don’t undermine anyone but at the same time really promote my vision without being pigeonholed into white privilege. I don’t want that label.”
Although HLD is presented as an integrated company, Latsky’s actual practices have always fallen in line with disability inclusion. When she met Lisa Bufano, the dancer
Latsky credits as her “first muse,” she had no idea what to do.”We did this thing and it was kind of boring,” said Latsky about her first experience choreographing for a bilateral
amputee. The next day, Latsky saw Bufano moving around the studio without her prosthetics. She eliminated the prosthetics from the choreography and prepared a piece within
30 minutes. “That was when I started to realize I can have ideas but I don’t want to impose my movement on people who move differently.”
In recognition that audiences are calling for performances by choreographers with disabilities, Heidi plans on taking a step back and using her standing in New York’s art
community to push disability arts forward in a different way. D.I.S.P.L.A.Y.E.D is Latsky’s latest project, in which she marries dance, fashion and visual art through a
partnership with Google Creative Labs, an advertising branch within Google. Her new interdisciplinary instillation uses virtual reality, augmented reality and holograms to
immerse audiences. In addition to the immersive experience, the tech used in D.I.S.P.L.A.Y.E.D requires a permanent place at a large venue. To Latsky, that’s the key.
“I do believe we need to go mainstream,” she said, “That’s where I want to take it, for tourists to come and see, not just the converted already. For people to start seeing it as a
really cool experience. That’s where I want to take it.”

First Openly Crippled President
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Robert Andy Coombs and his assistance dog Ladd who he's had for over 8 years. (Above)
In the basement of the Yale School of Art, on a brisk May afternoon, Robert Andy Coombs wheeled to the center of the room. His photos were being critiqued. “Well Bob, is it
about sex?” asked Gregory Crewdson, critic and director of graduate studies in photography at Yale University.“It is and it isn’t,” replied Coombs.
Coombs is a provocateur. His art, he says, forces able-bodied people to grapple with their own asexualization of people with disabilities. Especially since sex education material
about, and for, disabled people can be hard to find. A World Health Organization report showed, adolescents and adults with disabilities are more likely to be excluded from sex
education programs than people without disabilities.
That day, he was exhibiting images from, “CripFag,” an ever-evolving project about the intersection of Coombs’ sexuality and disability. “There’s a lot of work involving gay

men photographing other gay men and I want to be part of that community,” said Coombs. “This is my way of carving out my space.” He started the project years ago, before
Yale, to confront his internalized ableism — the false idea that people with disabilities are inferior because of their disability.

One of Robert Andy Coombs images curled up, waiting to be put on the wall for critique.

Robert Andy Coombs at Yale University’s “Old Quad.” The following day was his birthday.
In 2009, Coombs was working at a gymnastics studio as a beginner's safety instructor, but also on his own moves. “It was a beautiful day. The sun was shining, birds were
chirping and we were on the outdoor trampoline,” he said. While attempting a double backflip, Coombs broke his neck in the C4-C5 vertebrae, at the base of his neck –acquiring
quadriplegia, paralyzed in his hands, legs and torso. “I opened up too quick,” he said when asked what happened.
Since then, Coombs has been meeting curators from cultural institutions like the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) and The Whitney on weekly class trips from New Haven,
Connecticut to New York, New York. “When I met these people, they say ‘oh you know what you’re doing sweetie,” Coombs said on a late night Uber ride to Grand Central
Terminal. “ I’m like, I know, I just want to graduate so I can move to the city.”

Rolls of used and new film paper at the Yale School of Art printing space.
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Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur adipiscing elit. Aenean ultrices enim sit amet fringilla suscipit.
Coombs recognizes he is fortunate to be moving to the city with some clout. After all, one of his first exhibits in New York was located in a second floor walkup. Although
Coombs called ahead to confirm the venue was accessible, he wound up waiting outside, frustrated, for an hour as the staff scrammed to find a solution. “I was pissed, I just
couldn't believe it, it still makes me angry,” said Coombs. “I made them pick up my chair, with me in it, and carry it up to the second floor.” Coombs could not recall the name of
the venue.
Over the past few months, Coombs' visits to New York art spaces have gotten increasingly independent of caretakers and camera assistants. He attends as many exhibits as he
can to network with industry leaders and make suggestions to staffers on where to improve their space “I don’t let things limit me,” he said. “I want to be everything, even the
first openly gay and openly crippled president of the United States.”

Robert Andy Coombs at his final first-year critique at Yale.

Obstacles for Credibility
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Londs Reuter stretching along side over dancers. (Above)
According to Londs Reuter, Access Programming at The Whitney Museum of American Art (The Whitney) and Master of Arts in Disability Studies candidate at the City
University of New York (CUNY), there are two primary barriers preventing artists with disabilities like Bennett, Coombs and Redd from becoming household names. Disability
artistry in most capacities is regarded as outsider art and not simply art. “Disabled kids are not often offered arts education as preparation for professional work. It’s often
considered therapeutic and that’s it,” Reuter said. “It places people at a disadvantage later on, often puts them in a position of needing to catch up or pursue alternative routes
towards credibility.”
Choosing practice and performance spaces that are accessible but do not perpetuate the medical understanding of disability is one way to start abandoning that construct says
María Kelly Portman. “Our classes are specifically not branded as dance therapy,” said Portman, programs and engagement manager at Mark Morris Dance Center (MMDC). “
These folks spend a lot of time being patients, considered patients and we want them to be dancers.”

An able-bodied dancer prepares one last time, before the show.

Londs Reuter going over their lines one last time, before the show.
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Portman oversees Dance for PD, one of the 22 existing programs funded through DCLA’s $640,000 Disability Forward Fund. The program, which is meant to benefit adults with
Parkinson’s Disease, picked 30 of the most artistically inclined participants to join Pamela Quinn, a choreographer, to create a performance centered on the beginning stages of
PD – an experience Quinn has lived with for over 25 years. “She has that dual perspective,” said Portman. “She’s in a better position to combine those two areas of expertise and
really creates dance based strategies to help people manage their symptoms.”
She added: “She made a dance called ‘Neuro Dance,’ which is based on the physical tests that people do at their neurologists office when they’re diagnosed with Parkinson’s. I
think that’s really cool that she made a dance out of something that can be a really terrifying experience.”

Cookie policy

Dancers with PD practicing for their spring show at Mark Morris Dance Center in Brooklyn, New York. (Above)
While training dance teachers from across the world MMDC has pushed for representation in each of their buildings across the five boroughs, disability representation is not as
present in their main office. “You know, we describe all of our classes of being fully inclusive, but I'm not sure that every teaching artists pair to them truly welcome someone
with a disability as an equal member within their studio experience,” said Portman. “Disabilities that has been disclosed to me, only one out of maybe 30 teaching artists who
were currently working with us has a disability.”
The second factor, Londs says, stems from the earnings cap Social Security places on people with disabilities who partly, or entirely, depend on governmental income to pay
caretakers and medical costs on top of everyday expenses. “The US maintains a subsidy system where disabled people can’t accept certain levels of income if they want to keep
their governmental benefits which may be crucial for their survival,” Reuter said. “Without really a system overhaul or a reconceptualizing of how we equate income with
eligibility for helpful programs, I don't really see this trend changing.”

An intern at Mark Morris Dance Center in Brooklyn, New York aids a dancer with parkinson’s walk.

A dancer without PD dips a dancer with PD during an intimate part of the show.
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Pam Quinn, choreographer with PD, rehearsing an early part of Neuro-Dance with her dancers.
Placing artists like Coombs in a bind. Recently, Coombs has been generating buzz, landing exhibits at galleries across the states and attracting the support of Pulitzer Prize
winning art critic Jerry Saltz when his business account was shut down by Instagram. The recent success puts him in jeopardy of making too much money to afford his caretaker.
“These things just set disabled people up to fail,” said Coombs. He avoids these issues by volunteering to pay more than his fair share of rent. With each new roommate, Coombs
offers to pay half or all of their rent depending on how much caretaker responsibility they are willing to pick up.
When asked how much further society has to go until people with disabilities are given the tools to succeed in a culture that prioritizes productivity, Reuter pointed to the shops
outside. “New York notoriously has like a single step to get into most restaurants or private spaces,” said Reuter. “So I mean, even on the basic level of just thinking about ramps
we have so far to go. Thinking about what lies beyond the ADA range feels problematic because we are not even at ADA yet.”
Pam’s dancer rehearsing Neuro-Dance at Mark Morris Dance Center in Brooklyn ahead of their May performance. (Bellow)
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